Here, as the 12th century came to an end, he sees the birth of this idea. 1 Even though LeGoff has opened a wide horizon, his focus on the Middle Ages has had one adverse consequence: That the idea of purgatory had emerged in antiquity. Therefore, I would now like to concentrate on the question: What function does the idea fulfil in the contexts in which it first appeared?
The basic idea of purgatory first occurred in North Africa and Alexandria at the turning-point of the second to the third century. In Alexandria, with the works of Clement and Origen this is clear. 2 For the North African literature, I myself proved this in a short study myself. 3 In this historical context, three functions of this concept of the netherworld can be observed. The first one may be termed ecclesiological or sociological. It is pertinent to the church as a comprehensive community of solidarity (1). The second one, the (controversial-)theological function, is aimed at the view of God (and the corresponding world picture) (2). The third one, connecting the other ones, is concerned with the cultural significance of purgatory (3).
The Integrative Power of Purgatory: Ecclesiological and Sociological Functions
Purgatory primarily fulfils an integrative function, wherein its ecclesiological and sociological significance lies. It unites saints and sinners, the living and the dead, clergy and laymen, devout souls and sharp brains.
